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Tatsu and a Shooting Star 


A feni 


Cone. They were gone. Mamapon and all his sisterpons and brotherpons. 

It was impossible to put into words what Tatsu was feeling right now. His family—all the Nopon he 
had ever known—were nowhere to be found, and he was all alone laying in this basket where the 
Prone had put him afterthey had caught him. 

The basket was big enough forTatsu to turn around and gaze at the sky of Mira, but even the pretty 
sight couldn't ease his agony. If he hadn't left the village, would he still be with his family? Would 
he be happy? He had had this dream, a vision of slaying a god with a group of sidekicks... but it all 
looked very vain now. It had been a hollow dream with no other purpose than make him feel spe¬ 
cial. Now he was nothing but a special mealforthe Prone. His dream was gone, and so was every¬ 
body he ever loved. 

All hope was lost and Tatsu could do nothing but wait for everything to end. 


While Tatsu was staring at the sky from the basket, something caught his eye. It was a great 
shooting star, the biggest he had ever seen. Quick! He had to make a wish! If only a beautiful Prone 
girl would cook him... then he could at least die happy. 

But wait! The shooting star grew larger and larger as if it was getting closer to Mira's surface. 
Tatsu couldn't help but stare as he saw that it wasn't a shooting star at all, but a spacecraft. It en¬ 
tered Mira's sky and made it glow just before it crash-landed somewhere. Tatsu was sure that the 
basket shook in the impact. The spacecraft had to be a big one, maybe even similarto what he had 
seen in his dream. 

Tatsu's heart was pounding. He couldn't die just yet. He felt it. His sidekicks had arrived, and his 
adventure would soon begin. 
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Tripod 


NullNoMore 


five 


Christoph grumbled 


sion. 


to himself as he cleaned his weapons during a break in the mis¬ 


He wasn't some neat freak, but he sure as shining didn't want to be at a disadvantage once 
they resumed the dreary job of thinning out the local giant scorpion population. It was an¬ 
noying enough how those critters dropped down out of nowhere, straight down onto your 
back sometimes, knocking you flat (if not dead), but that was nothing on how disgusting they 
smelled, especially the males. The dudes tended to hoard rotting meat as presents for the 
females, which left a greasy film on their front claws, which in turn got into every crevice of 
every weapon. A longsword was quick to wipe clean, but his big baby of a gatling gun needed 
a lot more tender loving care. 



They were resting in a safe zone, right on the outskirts of the local xeno caravan, so he could 
afford to take his time. The caravan was almost completely surrounded by Lake Basel, its 
murky waters providing a natural barrier from enemies. Even so, Frye had made sure that 
another teammate was watching, just in case some critter decided to wander across the 
narrow land bridge and mess with them. He wasn't usually so cautious. "Let 'em come, watch 
'em fall" was his motto. Actually, his real motto was "bottoms up", but point was, today he’d 
taken a little more care. 

“Frye? Can I borrow your comm device?” Frye turned to see his brother, standing shyly, head 
bent so low that Frye couldn't see his eyes under that mop of blond fluff he called hair. 

“Sure, bro. Gimme a sec." Frye returned his weapon to fighting shape with a deft series of 
snaps, then fished out the device in question and passed it over. "Whatcha need it for?" 

"I wanted to take some pictures,” Phog said quietly. "The cloud cover is starting to break and I 
want to see if I can get a better shot of the islands." 

Frye cocked his head and rubbed the scar crossing his right eye. “Can't ya use your own? 

They all got cameras, buddy." 

"Oh, I need my own for the tripod," Phog said with a whisper of enthusiasm. He pulled a small 
silver gadget out of one of the many pockets in his trek pants and held it out proudly. Sure 
enough, resting on his palm was something that looked like a miniature version of a pho¬ 
tographer's tripod. 



“Huh, kinda cute toy. What good's it gonna do you?” Frye poked the toy and was startled to 
see it scramble up onto Phog's wrist and cling there. Maybe it was just Frye's imagination, 
but it looked frightened. It didn't surprise him to see Phog pet it slightly before coaxing it 
back onto his hand. 


"As you can see, my tripod is mobile, but its sentience is fairly limited. Mostly avoiding obvi¬ 
ous obstacles and, uh, threats.” 









































Frye Leaned in. “Boo," he said with a grin. This time the silver toy quivered but didn't run away. 

“Anyway, that's why I can't use my own comm device. I need to be able to guide it into the best posi¬ 
tion. It's a good boy," Phog said sweetly, giving it another gentle tickle, “but it doesn't have much clue 
about composition and focal points." 

Once Frye's comm device was securely attached, Phog sent the tripod on its way. Leaning over 
Phog's shoulder, trying hard not to bump him too much, Frye watched with fascination as his little 
bro maneuvered the tiny tripod robot up along a curving rock formation. The critter clung tenacious¬ 
ly to the rock face, stopping and swiveling at commands that Phog swiped onto his own device. A 
tiny pop-up window scrolled thumbnails of the pictures being snapped, and Frye had to admit that 
his brother might just be on to something. He peered up, spotting the twinkle of the robot at the top 
of the arch, then looked back at the display. His own camera was being used to snap away at the 
floating reef on the edge of the lake, the wisps of sky, the curious native creatures that resembled 
tiny flying orcas. After about 15 minutes, Phog said with satisfaction, “I think I got what I wanted. 
Besides, the light is getting too bright." 

The tiny tripod dropped lightly down from the arch, reminding Frye of their proper mission. "Coo- 
lio, my bro. Guess we better get back to beating on those ictuses." He took a moment to check the 
photos on his device while Phog deactivated and stored away his pet. There were a few that were 
spectacular. One in particular was lock screen material, if not better: a nodding palm tree brushed 
curved rock spines, their reflections in the green lake water completing the circle. “Do you want me 
to send them overto your account?" 

“No. I don't need them. I'm happy that you get them." 

Frye had noticed that Phog was ducking his head again, trying to look smaller. Stupid kid, he should 
be proud that he was only a finger shorter than his big bro. Frye grinned and said, "We need to take 
one last photo." He grabbed his brother around the neck and held his comm device up for a quick 
family selfie. 

It was horrible. Frye's grin was grotesque, and his scarred eye looked dead white. Phog looked ter¬ 
rified and nauseous, his hair taking on a life of its own. Frye examined it with disappointment and 
shrugged, before hoisting his gun and heading back to the rest of the team. "Tch, that could have 
turned out better. Maybe another time." 

“Hey, Frye?" His brother was jogging beside him. 

“What?" 

“Could you send me that one?" 













































Rod of Brutality (+!□) 


Greenpiggles 


isn't best pleased, Murderess can tell; not that it's difficult to piss her off, exactly, but 
she's stomping about with a ferocity matched only by the bubbling lava around them. BLADE re¬ 
ports had filtered in, of a promising spot in Cauldros which had plenty of materials - only, no one 
knew what materials were there. 


And, of course, Cauldros equals countless indigens that could make a man soil his pants with by 
yawning. Murderess can take them, but most people in her squad can't tell the difference between 
a photon saber and a shield. 

So the Interceptors have been brought in. And, what would you know, Lady Luck does sometimes 
smile on them; Irina's squad was one of the squads sent out on the mission. 



Murderess, though? Hates Cauldros. Hates the climate, hates sweating through her clothing in 
thirty minutes max, hates having to buy a new pair of boots after every mission here because 
BLADE does not get that hot ground tends to melt shoes with pathetic soles. 


Irina being here, though, makes it all worthwhile. No indigens are currently mooching about, so 
Irina is sitting on a rock, herfolded jacket serving as padding between her behind and the boil¬ 
ing boulder. She's messing about with her rifle, tongue sticking out of her mouth. Gwin's hovering 
about near her like an annoying blatta that refuses to leave. 

The other Curators are... skipping pebbles. It's more than a bit pointless, given that they've yet to 
make a single stone bounce, and the lava splash could boiltheir skin off, but whatever makes them 
happy. 

At least one of them has to do their job. Sighing, Murderess cracks her knuckles and gets ready to 
dive in. 

Time passes. The dirt under her nails deepens. The sweat dampening every inch of her body in¬ 
creases exponentially. The air around her is as suffocating and heavy as always. 

Nothing. It's all the same old rubbish they always find in these parts. 

Eventually, though, her eyes catch on something unfamiliar. With a bit of huffing and grunting, 
Murderess yanks it out; a tiny rod, smaller than her hand. She stumbles back, then catches herself 
and stands up straight. She holds the rod up high, its many protruding parts gleaming in what little 
sunlight Cauldros has, and grins. 



It's definitely not an item she's seen in the Collectopedia; she'll have to check, of course, but her 
grin widens when she realises that she can name this... whatever it is. 


Huh. She turns it around in her fingers. Could be useful for pummelling people, even if it is a little 
small. Maybe more for eyeballs or smaller body parts, or just a small thwack over someone's head. 

She looks up. Irina's sitting in the same position as before, still frowning and tinkering with her rifle. 











































"Oi, Irina!" Murderess calls with a grin, swaggering over to her. 

Irina continues cleaning her weapon for a few seconds. When Murderess just remains standing over 
her, hands on her hips, she looks up with a growl. "What?" 

"You see this before?" 

"No." Irina doesn't even look at it. 

Murderess frowns, just a little, and waves it about in front of her face. She gives the other's nose a 
gentle boop; Irina recoils as if she'd been shot. "Look at my Rod of Brutality Plus Ten!" 

"Plus ten?" Irina repeats. Her eyebrows almost arch into her hairline, highlighting the stark shadows 
under her eyes. Whatever sleep regime she's following, it is not enough rest. 

Murderess squashes down the faint murmurs of concern in her chest. Nope, she is not fretting over 
Irina. She's tougherthan most BLADEs combined. She can handle herself. 

Still... it'd be a shame, losing her only worthwhile rival. Yolanda was about as terrifying as her hair 
suggested. 

"Murderess," Irina snaps. 

Murderess gives Irina her best coy smirk. Irina rolls her eyes, jamming the butt of her rifle into the 
ground. Owin startles worse than a mephite. 

"No need to sound so annoyed, Irina. The answer's simple." She taps the top of Irina's tangled hair - 
Jesus, that needs a wash - while grinning. "It—" Thwack. "Has—" Thwack. "Ten—" Thwack. "Edges—" 

With a growl, Irina shoves Murderess's hand off her head. "No need to hit me!" 

She just laughs. “I'm only messin' with you. Don't get so worked up; aren't / meant to be the princess 
here?" 

“The only kingdom you'll rule is a kingdom of assholes," Irina grumbles. She seems more exhaust¬ 
ed than angry too, and she heaves a heavy sigh. “Just - I don't care what you name it. Give it some 
stupid name from those RPGs you used to always play." 

“Aww, you remember those? How sweet." 

"Shut up." 

Her boss is nearby, so Murderess bids her rival another farewell with a whack to the head ("I will 
shove this pistol up your—") and strides over to them. 

They don't notice Murderess until she's peeking over their FrontierNav device with a grin. "Oh, that's 
a really cute terebra—" 

"You saw nothing I" they hiss, shoving the device against their chest. The terebra rolling on its back 
was utterly adorable, although she'd rather die before admit that out loud (and cats are still cuter). 

"Yeah, yeah." She thrusts her new discovery into her boss's face. "New item for you." 

"Oh?" 







































Murderess Lets them take it to inspect, turning it over in their hands. "How much do you think it's 
worth?" 

From her point of view, it looks like a key to - something. Maybe an ancient ruin! Oh, and just im¬ 
agine how much money that'd bring in— 

"Huh." They blink. It's not a good 'huh'. 

Murderess crosses her arms. "What is it?" 

“We found tons of 'em, earlier." 

Murderess' eyes follow where her boss thrusts a thumb at; piles upon piles of tiny keys. She wants 
to cry. Just a little. 

"Still," her boss continues, "we couldn't come up with a name for it, so..." 

"The ‘Rod of Brutality Plus Ten'." Her superior starts a bark of a laugh— “Just tell me how much it's 
worth!" 

"Honestly..?" They sigh. "A hundred, if you're pushing it." 

"A hundred thousand..?" 

"Nope. A single one hundred." 

Silence, then— 

Irina's laughter cackles in her ears as Murderess storms off, leaving in her wake a wave of confused 
Curators and an Irina wheezingfor air. 
























































Something Worth Exploring 


Samarium 


44 , 


Dom'n by Drongo Caravan? Why on earth...?" Elma didn't get an answerto her question, 
however, because Phog had already hung up. She really needed that information, because Caul- 
dros was quite the trek from where they'd currently set up camp in Needle Rock Sandsea. Honestly, 
she was wondering how Phog had even managed to get there without one of them realising he 
was missing. 

"What's that, Elma?" Lin asked, wandering over. "Phog get lost again?" 

“I'm not sure," she said. She wasn't convinced that all the times Phog got 'lost' were actually him 
getting lost. He had his head in the clouds for sure, but he wasn't an idiot. Either way, he'd asked if 
she could come and it was pretty dangerous up in Cauldros. “Could you grab Lao? He just called me 
from Drongo Caravan." 

“All the way up there?" Lin asked, and then she shrugged. “Sure! Gimme a couple of seconds." 


True to her word, Lin returned within a few moments, Lao in tow. They set out almost immediately; 
time was of the essence when it came to Mira. Monsters moved so quickly everywhere, especially 
in the more dangerous continents of Sylvalum and Cauldros, that areas could become impassable 
in the blink of an eye. 

After several hours of traversing the sand seas of Sylvalum, evading the huge indigens held within, 
and then a short while of attempting to skirt around the war torn crags of Cauldros, they reached 
the coordinates Phog had given them. He grinned that typical Phog grin before immediately telling 
them to follow him. 

"I sent one of our cameras into the airto check this out," he explained, “because there have been 
several unexplained deaths here. The indigens are too aggressive to send many people close, but I 
got the camera to film it all and I've worked out a route." 

“Remind me again what your division is?" Lin asked, and though Elma wasn't facing her she could 
hear the grin in her voice. “We'll check it out. So what's down there?" 

“A lake," Phog said. "We should wait until night falls. You'll see." Waiting, of course, meant culling 
some of the local wildlife, which was always usefulfor people who would want to come out here 
in the future. Working alongside the other three in battle always put Elma at ease; they fit together 
fantastically, and seeing them take down any indigen they came across was encouraging for their 
future, regardless of her doubts about Lao. 



When night fell, the intimidating shadows of Cauldros only got larger, but Phog perked up immedi¬ 
ately, leading them north and slightly east up several passageways surrounded by rock. It wasn't 
particularly dangerous as they went, thankfully, but Elma could tell they were all on their guard. It 
wouldn't be the first time they'd ended up somewhere dangerous due to idle curiosity, after all. 

“Here," Phog said, waving his arms. "Tread carefully, though, there's some big stuff in here and it 
might attack. And I think it's poisonous, so breathe carefully too." 











































"Would have been good to know that before," Lao grumbled, but Elma noticed it wouldn't be 
audible to Phog. The unusual act of politeness was a surefire mark of respect from Lao. 

They stepped into the clearing, and Elma wouldn't admit it, despite Lin's later pointed teasing, 
but her jaw dropped. There were a lot of stunning and deadly vistas on Mira. This certainly 
was not the most stunning, not by far. But it was the most surprising. Here in Cauldros, she 
wasn't really expecting anything other than lava that could be described as bright, and this 
had a certain kind of deadly beauty to it, too. 

"I found it first," Phog said, grinning, with a definite proud note in his voice. “I'm calling it the 
White Phosphor Lake." 

"It's purple," Elma said, maybe humouring him a tad. From the smell, she could tell what the 
material was. It was also very, very dangerous. She couldn't imagine how any creatures could 
live here. 

"It's the chemical," Lao said, surprising her a little. She hadn't expected him to be the one to 
speak up. "I like the name. Not so sure if I like the place. Maybe pictures of it is about as close 
as we should get.” 

Phog nodded immediately. "It's very toxic," he said. "I think this is why the people died. I just 
wanted to show you so we could get some pictures and so it's not just me talking about it. If I 
say there's a deadly glowing lake in northern Cauldros, I think I’d be told that it's the lava." 

"Sure," Lin said. “Well, let's get what we're after and then get out of here." They split off into 
pairs, each taking a different route to gain a few pieces of information on the indigens in the 
area and the toxicity of the lake. They weren't attacked, thankfully, by the large life form in the 
centre of the lake, and they all came away feeling pleased by what they'd found. 

Their trip all the way back to the furthest regions of Sylvalum was spent in high spirits. Even 
Lao, someone Elma found rather hard to work with, cracked the occasional joke. Maybe it 
was Lin, who was, as always, a bundle of optimism, or maybe it was the thrill of the discovery 
working its magic. 

In the end, they had to stop on the opposite bank of Lake Cielfrom where their original camp 
was due to a group of indigens making the shore itself impassable without significant risk. 
This kind of activity was normally paired with low morale, with people feeling as if any sem¬ 
blance of their progress on this planet was immediately erased by the sheer force of its natu¬ 
ral inhabitants. This time, though, Phog knew exactly what to say to keep Lin’s cheer up. 

"So, those floating suits of armour. Xe-doms. Do we know what they are, how they work?" 

Lin nodded eagerly. "We got one into the workshop last week, somehow. A wreckage of one, 
sure, but it still had a couple parts that weren’t ripped to shreds. They belong to the Ganglion 
but were made on Mira, and the Ma-non said that they had been asked to work on them, so 
we got a bit of information. They have weak propulsion systems, most of them, and incredibly 
powerful gravity based weaponry...” 

From there, Elma tuned her out, letting the cheerful rise and fall of Lin's voice become merely 
part of the vast scene around her. Lao came to sit on the rock just above her. “They're good 
kids, aren't they?" she asked. He nodded, staring out across the lake. 










































"I've always had my doubts and misgivings about children and oddballs being on this mission with 
the rest of us," he said. "They'll get in the way, or worse, they'll get hurt. At times like this I'm just not 
so sure." 

Elma nodded, but she didn't pry. Poking at his reasoning would only disturb the odd calm of this 
situation. Instead, she watched the stars, the moons, the indigens racing across the plains of sand, 
chasing something she couldn't see. Despite all its dangers, Mira really did have some wonders to 
behold, and she knew that Lin and Phog and maybe even Lao were exactly the right people to see 
them with. 















































Why Lobsters? 

Ken tuckytheFried 


Justin Wright's parents were good people. They'd grown up idolizing superhero movies, stories 
of heroes and villains and how good always triumphs over evil. Justin was intrigued by them— 
though now, he thought, a better word to use was 'worship'. Yes, he worshiped those movies. His 
parents couldn't keep up with his raging passion for the genre, but they couldn't comprehend what 
it was that sparked his love. 

Too many people were fans of the heroes. Too many people expected the villains to lose. But Justin 
was curious, oh so curious, about the one unanswered question across all those films: what would 
happen if evil won? 

He hadn't found an answer to that question yet. No one wanted to answer, or even think about an 
answerforthat matter. Was it that they were too afraid of change? Of what would become ofthem 
if evil took control? 


It was his aching need to answerthose questions that led him to come up with a cunning plan. 
Once he reached Mira, Justin would find someone who fit the definition of a hero, someone who 
could pass all his little tests, and eventually they would duke it out and see who won. Earth rules 
wouldn't apply on a new planet, surely, so maybe...just maybe...evil would win on Mira. 

To start getting the plan in action, Justin needed a hideout. He found a cute cave system in Caul- 
dros—the evil continent, the death continent full of lava and fire and evil —to set up everything he 
would need. He'd decided on laying bombs across the city and having his hero try and collect them 
all before they detonated; it would be a scavenger hunt, and an amusing one to witness, no less. 
And he even thought about detonating one or two to make things interesting. Who cared about 
civilian casualties anyways? That could drive his hero to get the job done quicker. 

It was all coming together so perfectly in his mind, but as Justin sat alone in one of the cave's many 
chambers, one piece of the puzzle eluded him. He couldn't just place the bombs in the city. No, they 
needed a disguise or something, because disguises were evil. It could add an element of surprise 
to the whole operation—if approached the right way, an element of fear. Justin wanted his hero to 
fear him. He'd pull his hero by their little puppet strings onto the stage somehow. But through what 
image, what idea, could Justin scar his hero? 

He took a moment to think it over. As he allowed himself time to plan, his thoughts wandered 
farther and farther away. What would Justin's parents have to say about his deliciously evil plan? 
They'd be proud of how far he'd come, he was sure. They'd brag to the neighbors about how their 
son was an evilgenius. Maybe they'd hold a clambake or somethingto celebrate his accomplish¬ 
ments when his plan came to fruition. He could see it now, their old house by the ocean shore. He 
could feelthe sand under his feet, smell the salty ocean air, taste his mother's cooked lobster in his 
mouth— 


Yes! The lobsters! They were Justin's favorite back on Earth. It was the town's trade speciality and 
tourism mascot, too. There were plenty of places to order lobster and plenty of places to get lob¬ 
ster-related merchandise. He owned so many plush lobsters, all with their own evil sounding 











































names— 



...Wait a minute. 

Lobsters. 

PERFECT. 

Justin would hide the bombs in lobsters. Plush lobsters, of course, because even if he wanted to use 
real lobsters the stupid fucking planet only had forfexes. Forfexes weren't evil. Lobsters, though? 
They were ten times better than forfexes, ten times more ev/'l. Justin almost squealed in delight at 
the new development. 

Now that the bombs' disguise were set, he needed an evil villain name, because all villains had per¬ 
sonas, he couldn't just set these bombs and face the hero as Justin. He needed something ev/'l, and 
now, something to match the lobster bombs. 

Lobster Mon! 

...yeah, no. He'd think about it more later. For now, he was hungry. 
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